audiences and what audiences do to them. A rich and diverse body of work has since emerged on the public perception of mediated distant suffering and its socio-political significance. In particular, current discussions have centred around issues of morality in the production, mediation and reception of distant suffering (Boltanski, 1999; Moeller, 1999; Chouliaraki, 2006; Silverstone, 2007; Joye, 2013; Cottle, 2014) . This shift of focus towards the ethical implications of representing the suffering other is an expression of what Ong (2014) has identified as the moral-ethical turn in the social sciences.
At the same time, this mostly theoretical literature has not yet been sufficiently matched with substantial and rigorous empirical efforts. In particular, it has been argued that the strand of research suffers from a striking lack of studies that put their empirical focus on audiences faced with mediated distant suffering. Several authors have therefore called for more scholarly work on audiences' reactions to and interpretations of mediated suffering (Höijer, 2004; Seu, 2010; Ong, 2014; Scott, 2014; Kyriakidou, 2015) . In addition to the need for more empirical engagement with audiences vis-à-vis humanitarian disasters, there have also been recent calls to more profoundly theorize and research the implications of digital media for witnessing mediated suffering (Cottle, 2014) ; to depart from overly (news) mediacentric analyses by incorporating the production and reception of humanitarian communication (Orgad and Seu, 2014) ; and to engage in more integrated interdisciplinary research efforts (Joye, 2013) .
This special issue answers a number of these calls by providing the reader with a selection of some of the most recent and innovative scholarship in the interdisciplinary field of mediated suffering. The selection of contributions is characterized by a diversity of research approaches and questions, with each article bringing a unique and important insight into the equation. Bringing together scholars from Belgium, Finland, The Netherlands and the UK, the contributions cover both humanitarian campaigns and news representations, as well as digital media and traditional media outlets. The selection of articles further acknowledges and embraces the complex nature of audience reception as it explores a broad range of aspects (psychological, technological, social, and cultural) that affect people's interpretations of and (mediated) engagement with distant societies and suffering. While purposefully placing its focus on audience interpretation and reception, this special issue also pays attention to relevant issues of production as related to media representations of distant suffering. The necessity of more empirical work on audiences of mediated distant suffering from an interdisciplinary perspective is the vantage point of Johannes von Engelhardt's article. His theoretical intervention encourages scholars to look beyond media studies when theorizing and studying audiences of distant suffering. Specifically, he argues that the field of moral psychology offers valuable insights and conceptual tools that are currently underused in researching the spectatorship of mediated humanitarian disaster.
Themes represented in the special issue
Concluding the special issue, is an afterword by leading scholar in the field, Lilie Chouliaraki. Underwriting both the importance and the challenges of studying the relationships between the mediation and reception of distant suffering, her critical engagement with the special issue's individual articles addresses a series of key epistemological, conceptual, and sociological challenges of interdisciplinary research in this emerging field.
